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Interview with James Whitehead
by Fred Alsberg
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If you were to advise young writers about the benefits o f  form al prosody, what would you tell 
them?
Most o f the poetry in our language has been written in some sort o f meter, and much o f it has 
used rhyme. This is true o f other languages. Therefore, it seems reasonable (and in the service 
o f passion) to understand great and good work by way o f its form. Also, I tend to believe that 
f o r m  and c o n t e n t  a r e  false distinctions. T hink o f  corm  and fo n ten t, or maybe fom ent is the 
right word. A ll good poetry uses expressive r h y th m , and a rhythm  that is alive and well is 
usually scannable in one way or another. A lso, good poems should be m em orized.
W h at traits have made Southern  w riting  into a litera tu re that is d istinct from  writing  
produced in other parts o f  the country?
This question is asked so often it must mean something. Start by reading The M ind o f  th e  South  
b yW . J. Cash. Also read The S ou th  by B. C. Hall. Is S. L. distinct? It tends to believe that 
sto ry  is the m ind’s way o f understanding the w orld. Also the soul’s way. A lso, a story that 
tends toward song is likely to be the best story. W e suffer our deeds and tell about them. 
Sometimes there is revelation— then the story dissolves into ligh t or into the ou ter dark. 
Jews, no matter where they live, often write this way, and Greeks and Italians. Truth be told, 
I’d rather not believe in geographical regions. There s sociology and m ythology. I prefer 
m ythology, because I like to dance.
W hat can a graduate w riting program do for an aspiring writer?
A writing program should offer a person time to write and time to read, and the company of 
other good writers and readers. The staff o f a writing program should edit and edit and edit, 
with skill and care, and kindness.
W hat author that you know (or knew) personally has influenced your writing?
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Whitehead: There are three. R. V. Cassill, Howard Nemerov, and M iller W illiam s. Cassill and W illiam s 
continue to encourage me. Howard is dead and I miss him. Encouragem ent is the best 
influence.
Alsberg: W hat n on-literary  books would you recommend for writers?
Whitehead: N on-literary books? Excluding poetry and fiction, here are some o f the writings I’ve enjoyed 
over the last couple o f  years. I’ve re-read most o f  Loren Eiseley’s books, and I’ve discovered 
Paul Johnson’s histories: Modern Times: The World from the Twenties to the Eighties; The Birth of 
the Modern: World Society, 1815-1830; A History of Christianity. His book o f short biographies, 
I n t e l l e c t u a l s ,  is also a kick. Andrew  M otion ’s Philip Larkin: A Writer’s Life is w orth  the 
effort. Becoming a Poet: Elizabeth Bishop with Marianne Moore and Robert Lowell, by David  
Kalstone, is excellent. I’m re-reading Am y K elly ’s Eleanor of Aquitaine and the Four Kings. 
M arion M eade’s Eleanor of Aquitaine is also good. Ray M onk’s Ludwig Wittgenstein may 
well be a masterpiece. I finally got around to Robert Hughes’ The Shock of the New. I’m writing 
a novel in which a character reads Jesus scholarship, so I’ve read two books by Crossan; also 
The Unauthorized Version by Robin Lane Fox; also W ilson ’s Jesus book; also Jesus the Magician 
by M orton Smith; E. P. Sanders’ Jesus andJudaism. I’m working back into Eric Voegelin’s five- 
volume Order and History. All o f this begins to sound tedious— when in fact it is a great deal 
o f fun ,— though not so much fun as reading Yeats or Bishop or Larkin. O r W elty. Or 
Cheever.
Alsberg: As a fan o f Elizabeth Bishop’s poetry, what would you say are the attributes and flaws o f  her 
work?
Whitehead: There are few flaws. She doesn’t have the reach o f Yeats or the som etim es genius o f  
Dickinson, but she is, poem after poem, wonderful. The Complete Poems may include ten less- 
than-wonderful poems, but let me list twenty that are among the best o f the age: “The M ap,” 
“Chemin de Fer,” “Cirque d ’Hiver,” “Florida,” “Roosters,” “The Fish,” “At the Fishhouses,” 
“The Prodigal,” “Arrival in Santos,” “Questions o f Travel,” “M anuelzinho,” “The Arm adillo,” 
“Sestina,” “First Death in Nova Scotia,” “Filling Station ,” “Visits to St. Elizabeths,” “In the 
W aiting Room ,” “Crusoe in England,” “The M oose,” “One A rt ,” “Santarem ,” and “Pink 
Dog.”— That is twenty-two. Her music in fifty poems is flawless, and she is in a state o f grace 
almost always. Helluva poet, Elizabeth Bishop.
Alsberg: W hat are the attributes and flaws o f Philip Larkin’s poetry?
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The flaw one now discovers when coming to Larkin is not Larkin’s flaw at all; it is Anthony  
T hw aite’s. T hw aite is the ed itor o f  the Collected Poems and has chosen to arrange the 
poems in “chronological order o f com pletion ,” thus destroying the organization o f the 
published books. Thwaite includes early poems and poems Larkin did not choose to put in 
his books, and this is fine; but they should have been placed in sections to themselves. Best 
to get copies o f The North Ship, The Less Deceived, The Whitsun Weddings, and High Windows. The 
Collected will be o f interest to the student o f Larkin. Larkin’s poetry is form al, passionate, 
m ordant, often very funny; he is, I suppose, my favorite recent poet, though I consider his 
ideas about marriage and children rather silly. I am married and pleased to be married, and 
I am the father o f seven children, all o f whom I love and admire. W hatever, Larkin is sour 
about the philoprogenitive process; his error is grim and w itty and sometimes wise. He does 
approve o f marriage for other people, and often he likes children. Larkin was a great poet, 
a w onderfu l librarian, and a serious wom anizer, in his own peculiar and cautious way. 
Also I’m not keen on his politics.
Should  a piece o f  w ritin g  
contain a didactic element, or 
should it be simply for pleasure?
A poem that pleases a reader 
will teach the reader something. 
A good poem must please and 
will teach, directly or indirectly.
W hat w ill your next novel be 
about?
B e r g e r o n :  A C h a ra c t e r  is aboui 
the ow ner o f  a New Orleans 
professional football team, Tht 
Sax. I’m trying to figure ou 
this person. Is he crazy or isn’ 
he? Onward.
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